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(54) Method for returning merchandise 

(57) A IMerchandise Return Label may be printed on 
a buyer's computer printer and paid for by ttie seller's 
postage meter. Goods mailed with the Merchandise Re- 
turn Label will be considered metered mall. Returned 
goods may be delivered directly to the buyer, and postal 



employees will not have to manually complete the Mer- 
chandise Retum Label. Since the mailing of the returned 
goods was paid for by a postage meter, the Post Office 
would not have to receive payment from the seller when 
the seller receives the package. 
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Description 

[0001 ] This invention pertains to comnnercial transac- 
tions and, nnore particularly, to the return of delivered 
merchandise. 

[0002] I n the past, buyers of goods typically went from 
store to store to detemnine which goods they wanted to 
purchase. Buyers of clothing had an opportunity to try 
on the clothing and detemnine how the clothing looked 
on them. The buyers were also able to observe: the type 
of fabric used to manufacture the clothing, the color of 
the fabric; and the quality of the clothing. When buyers 
purchased electronic goods, i.e., television sets, radios, 
clocks, computer, computer peripherals, digital camer- 
as, stereos, etc., the buyer had an opportunity to ob- 
serve the perfomnance of the electronic goods. Buyers 
of books had an opportunity to read passages from 
books. Buyers of fumiture had an opportunity to sit in a 
chair and detemnine how comfortable the chair was. The 
buyer could also examine the chair and determine the 
type of wood that was used to manufacture the chair 
and the quality of the chair. Thus, buyers of merchandise 
sold in stores had an opportunity to view and examine 
the goods that were offered for sale before they pur- 
chased the goods. Hence, the buyers knew what they 
were buying before they purchased the goods. 
[0003] Many goods are cun^ently being offered for 
sale from a catalog or over the I ntemet. The perspective 
buyer of goods offered for sale from a catalog or the In- 
ternet may have an opportunity to view an image of the 
goods offered for sale on a printed page and/or a display 
screen. The prospective buyer would not have an op- 
portunity to view and examine the goods before pur- 
chasing the goods. Consequentty, the buyer may be of 
the opinion that purchased clothing was manufactured 
from the wrong fabric, is of the wrong color and of poor 
quality. Buyers of electronic goods often felt the equip- 
ment did not function in the manner they expected. Buy- 
ers of books and furniture also were of the opinion that 
the purchased books and/or furniture did not meet their 
expectations. Thus, the buyers of goods from catalogs 
or over the Intemet often wanted to return the purchased 
goods to the seller and receive their money back. 
[0004] Typically, the buyer would telephone the seller 
and infomn the seller that the buyer would like to return 
some or all of the purchased goods. The seller may send 
the buyer a Merchandise Retum Label; tell the buyer to 
pack the goods that they want to return in the package 
in which the goods were sent; and, affix the aforemen- 
tioned label to the package. The buyer would have to 
write the buyers address on the label. 
[0005] Cun^ent United States Postal Service Regula- 
tions regarding Merchandise Retum Labels consider 
that goods mailed with the foregoing labels are "permit 
mail". Pemnit mail having the above labels will not be 
delivered directly to the seller, but will be delivered to 
the United States post office that issued the pemnit 
number Thus, the seller will be inconvenienced by hav- 



ing to pick up the package containing the returned goods 
at the post office that issued the pemnit number. When 
the packagecontaining the retumed goods anives at the 
post office, a postal employee will have to manually 
5 weigh the package; detemnine the postage that is due; 
complete the Merchandise Retum Label and receive 
payment from the pemnit holder when the pemnit holder 
receives the package. The above process is expensive, 
time-consuming and labor-intensive. 
[0006] This invention overcomes the disadvantages 
of the prior art by providing a new type of Merchandise 
Retum Label that may be printed on a buyer's computer 
printer and paid for by the seller's postage meter. Goods 
mailed with the new type of Merchandise Retum Label 
will be considered "metered mail". Returned goods may 
be delivered directly to the buyer, and postal employees 
will not have to manually complete the new type of Mer- 
chandise Return Label. Since the mailing of the returned 
goods was paid for by a postage meter, the post offk:e 
would not have to receive payment from the seller when 
the seller receives the package. 
[0007] This invention accomplishes the foregoing by 
having the seller or shipper of the goods place a label 
or impression on every package, flat or mail piece that 
may be delivered with an indicia that is affixed thereto. 
The package, flat or mail piece (hereinafter "container ") 
may be delivered by the post office, a courier, or private 
delivery service, i.e., Federal Express®, United Parcel 
Service®, DHL®, Emory®, Airborne®, etc. The label or 
impression may include the meter number that paid for 
the delivery of the container, the serial number of the 
indicia, as well as the weight of the shipped container' 
Infomnation contained in the label or impression or in- 
formation stored in the meter will be sent by the meter 
that paid for the shipment of the container to a data cent- 
er. If the buyer of the shipped container decides to retum 
the goods in the container to the seller, the buyer may 
notify the seller or the data center by telephone, facsim- 
ile, post, or the Intemet, of their intention to retum the 
goods. The seller or the data center may send the buyer 
infomnation to complete the new Merchandise Retum 
Label (if the label was contained in the container) by tel- 
ephone, facsimile, post, or the Intemet, or send the buy- 
er a completed Merchandise Retum Label by facsimile, 
post, or the Intemet. The seller's or shipper's meter will 
be debited for the cost of returning the container. The 
buyer will enter the information provided by the data 
center on the new Merchandise Retum Label (if the label 
was contained in the container) and affix the completed 
label to the container or affix a new label that has been 
supplied by the data center to the container. Then the 
buyer will deposit the container containing the returned 
goods with the post, a courier, or private delivery servbe 
so that the go, courier, or private delivery sen^ice the 
amount debit to the meter for the cost of retuming the 
container. The data center may deduct a servce charge 
or fee for its servtees in completing the above. 
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Fig. 1 is a drawing of a prior art Merchandise Return 
Label; 

Fig. 2 is a drawing of a label 49 affixed to a container 
50 that is sent to a buyer by a seller of goods; 
Fig. 3A is a drawing of a new Merchandise Return s 
Label 60 that has a replica of a indicia affixed there- 
to; 

Fig. 3B is a drawing of a new Merchandise Return 
l-abel 60 that has a infonmation based indicia affixed 
thereto; 

Fig. 4 is a drawing showing the manner in which 
goods are ordered; 

Fig. 5 is a drawing showing the manner in which 
goods are retumed; and 

Figs. 6A-6C is a flow chart showing the computing 
of return postage, formatting and printing Label 60. 

[0008] Refening now to the drawings in detail, and 
more particulariy to Fig. 1, the reference character 11 
represents a Merchandise Retum Label. The endorse- 
ment 12 "No Postage Necessary If mailed in the United 
States" is printed in the upper right comer of label 11. 
The expression 1 3 "Merchandise Retum Label" is con- 
tained in rectangle 14. The pennrt number 15 of the 
sender of label 11 , the name 16 and location 17 of the 
post office that issued permit number 15, and the permit 
holder's name and address 1 8 are also contained in rec- 
tangle 14. The rate of mail is indicated in space 19, the 
name of the buyer returning the goods will be printed in 
space 20, and the address of the buyer retuming the 
goods will be printed in space 21 . The expression 22 
"Postage Due Computed By Acceptance Post Office" is 
printed below space 21 . The special service endorse- 
ments: postage 23; merchandise return fee 24; delivery 
insurance fee 25; special handling fee 26; pickup serv- 
ice fee 27; total postage and fees due 28; and insurance 
desired 29 by pernnit holder for and spaces 30, are print- 
ed on label 11 . The name and address 31 of the Postage 
Due Unit of the pemnit holder will be printed below rec- 
tangle 14. Personnel from the Postage Due Unit will 
weigh the container (not shown) that label 11 is affixed 
to and enter the applicable fees in spaces 30. The en- 
tering of fees into spaces 30 is labor intensive and con- 
sequently costs the Post a great deal of money. Addi- 
tionally, the container will be held at the Postage Due 
Unit until the permit holder physically pays for the post- 
age and accepts the container. 
[0009] Fig. 2 is a drawing of a label 49 affixed to a 
container 50 that is sent to a buyer by a seller of goods. 
It will be obvious to one skilled in the art that the infor- 
mation in label 49 may be printed directly on container 
50. Label 49 has a buyer or recipient address field 51 
and a seller or sender address field 52. A postal indicia 
54 is affixed to label 49. Indicia 54 contains a dollar 
amount 55; the date 56 that postal indicia 54 was affixed 
to label 49; the place 57 that mail piece 1 0 was mailed; 
the postal meter serial number 58; an eagle or other 
graphic representation 63; and a security code 59. The 



combination of date 56, meter serial number 58 and se- 
curity code 59 produce a unique number. It would be 
obvious to one skilled in the art that indicia 54 may be 
an infonrtation-based indicia or other type of indicia (if 
required) recognized by the carrier. 
[001 0] Fig. 3A is a drawing of a new Merchandise Re- 
tum Label 60 that has a replica of an indicia that is at- 
tached thereto. The postage for printing label 60 is 
charged to an account associated with meter 103 (Fig. 

4) . Label 60 was printed by printer 202 (Fig. 4). The buy- 
er's name and address 61 , or the name and address of 
the person who is retuming the goods, are printed in the 
upper left comer of label 60. The name of the entity that 
computed the postage 75 that is due to deliver the goods 
that label 60 is affixed to is contained in rectangle 62. 
The charges consisting of: amount of postage 64 to de- 
liver the goods that label 60 is affixed to; merchandise 
retum fee 65; insurance fee 66; deliveryconfimnationfee 
67; special handling fee 68; pick up service fee 69; total 
postage and fees due 70; insurance desired by meter 
holder 72 for (value) $0 are all contained in rectangle 
63. Spaces 73 are used by the entity that computed the 
postage 75 for entering: the amount of postage 64; the 
merchandise retum fee 65; the insurance fee 66; the de- 
livery confirmation fee 67; the special handling fee 68; 
the pick up service fee 69; the total postage and fees 
due 70; the insurance desired by meter holder 72. The 
name and address 76 of the seller or person to whom 
the goods are being shipped appears in the bottom right 
of label 60. The postal indicia 77 contains a dollar 
amount 78 for the total postage and fees due; the date 
79 that the postal indicia was affixed to label 60; the zip 
code 80 of the seller who is receiving the returned goods 
that label 60 is affixed to; the zip code 84 of the buyer 
who is retuming the goods the postal meter serial 
number 81 ; and a security code 82. The class of mail 
83 that label 60 is going to be affixed to appears in the 
right comer of label 60. 

[0011] Fig. 3B is a drawing of a new Merchandise Re- 
turn Label 60 that has an information-based indicia 90 
affixed thereto. I_abel 60 was printed by printer 202 (Fig. 

5) , and the postage for printing label 60 was charged to 
an account associated with meter 103. The buyer's 
name and address 61 or the name and address of the 
person who is retuming the goods are printed in the up- 
per right comer of label 60. The name of the entity that 
computed the postage 75 that is due to deliver the goods 
that label 60 is affixed to is contained in rectangle 62. 
The charges including: amount of postage 64 to deliver 
the goods that label 60 is affixed to; merchandise retum 
fee 65; insurance fee 66; delivery confirmation fee 67; 
special handling fee 68; pick up service fee 69; total 
postage and fees due 70; insurance desired by meter 
holder 72 for (value) $0 are contained in rectangle 63. 
Spaces 73 are used by the entity that computed the 
postage 75 for entering: the amount of postage 64; the 
merchandise return fee 65; the insurance fee 66; the de- 
livery confimnation fee 67; the special handling fee 68; 
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the pick up service fee 69; the total postage and fees 
due 70; the insurance desired by meter holder 72. The 
name and address 76 of the seller or person to whom 
the goods are being shipped appear in the bottom right 
of label 60. The indicia 90 contains: a dollar amount 93 
for the total postage and fees due; the date 94 that in- 
dicia 90 was generated; the place 95 of the computer 
that printed indicia 90; the postal security device serial 
number 96 or virtual meter number; a FIM code 97; a 
two-dimensional, encrypted bar code 98; the zip code 
91 of the seller who is returning the goods that label 60 
is affixed to; and the class of mail 92 to which label 60 
is going to be affixed. 

[0012] Fig. 4 is a drawing showing the manner In 
which goods are ordered. Seller 1 00 receives an inquiry 
from buyer 200 regarding the sale of specified goods. 
The inquiry may be between seller's personal computer 
101 and buyer's personal computer 201 via communi- 
cations link 219, i.e., the World Wide Web. After seller 
1 00 and buyer 200 agree upon the terms and conditions 
of sale and return of the specified goods, the goods may 
be paid for with a credit card, and computer 1 01 causes 
computer 201 to enable printer 202 to print order con- 
fimnation 203. The goods are packed into a container, 
and shipping process 102 determines the infonnation 
needed to complete label 49 (Fig. 2) as well as some 
additional information. Process 102 will detemriine the 
name and address of the seller/sender and buyer/recip- 
ient, a description of each item packed in container 50 
(Fig. 2), the weight of each item packed, the amount of 
postage in dollars, and the information contained in in- 
dicia 54. 

[0013] Computer 101 will upload the foregoing infor- 
mation determined by process 102 to all return orders 
detailed database 303 via communfcation link 105. Da- 
tabase 303 is contained in meter retums data center 
300. Meter with retum data capture 103 Is coupled to 
computer 101 . An example of a meter having data cap- 
ture is described in United States Patent Number 
5,111 ,030 entitled "Postal Charge Accounting System". 
Switch 61 0 enables meter 1 03 to perform data capture, 
i.e., prepare the information contained in rectangle 62 
(Figs. 3A and 3B), and to produce zip code 91 , dass of 
mail 92, unique number 252 and barcode 253 (Fig. 3B). 
Meter 1 03 will print indicia 54 on label 49 (Fig. 2). Peri- 
odically, the data captured by meter 1 03 is uploaded to 
retum usage database 210 via communbations link 
104. Database 210 is coupled to process 220. Periodi- 
cally, validation process 220 will initiate an exchange of 
infonnation between database 303 and process 220 to 
assure that each metered label 49 has an associated 
data field in database 303. The foregoing validates the 
data in database 21 0 with database 303. If the infonna- 
tion in database 21 0 is not the same as the information 
in database 303, meter refill and payment center 209 
will request that earner 225 supply the missing data. 
Shipping process 102 will also deposit container 50 with 
carrier 225. Carrier 225 may be the United States Postal 



Servtee or another govemmental Postal Service. Postal 
delivery process 226 will deliver container 50 to buyer 
200 receive location 230. Center 209 will transmit infor- 
mation and payments regarding indicia 54 to financial 

5 process 228 via communication link 227. 

[0014] Fig. 5 is a drawing showing the manner in 
which goods are returned. After buyer 200 has exam- 
ined the goods delivered to receive location 230 (Fig. 4) 
and determined that the goods are going to be returned 

10 to seller 1 00, buyer computer 201 contacts retum proc- 
ess 301 via communteations link 231 . If seller 100 will 
accept retum of the goods, return process 301 will in- 
form buyer 200 to enter postal meter serial number 58 
(Fig. 2) and security code 59 into computer 201 so that 

^5 the above information will be received by retum process 
301 . Process 301 will inform retums and postage com- 
putation 302 to use database 303 to calculate the post- 
age required to mail the goods back to seller 100 and 
enter the appropriate infonnation in label 60 (Figs, 3A 

20 and 3B). The above infonnation and postage calculated 
will be stored in actual retumed orders database 303. 
Retum process 301 will download label 60 to buyer com- 
puter 201 via communbations link 231 . Computer 201 
will cause printer 202 to print label 60. Buyer 200 will 

25 place label 60 on a container containing the goods that 
are going to be retumed to seller 1 00 via retum 250 and 
delivery process 226. Delivery process 226 is coupled 
to retum goods process 1 1 0 and retumed goods proc- 
ess 110 is coupled to computer 100. Seller 100 will re- 

30 ceive the goods via delivery process 226 and buyer 200 
will receive a refund via retumed goods process 1 1 0. 
[0015] Computation 302 infonns computer 101 via 
communications link 105 of the infonnation that will be 
used to produce label 60. Computation 302 transmits a 

35 nnessage to pay process 240. Completed return usage 
database 241 is coupled to process 240, and pay used 
database 243 is coupled to process 240. Process 240 
utilizes databases 241 and 243 to initiate payment of the 
funds to the post that are indicated on label 60. During 

40 the required data and transfer of funds from meter refill 
and paymentcenter 209 to earner 225, financial process 
350 will receive the funds that are due the post from the 
foregoing transactions. 

[0016] Figs. 6A-6C is a flow chart showing the com- 
45 puting of retum postage, fomnatting and printing Mer- 
chandise Return Label 60. The program starts in block 
400 where the buyer logs onto the Metered Returns Da- 
ta Center 300 (Fig. 5) Internet site. Then the program 
goes to decision block 401. Decision block 401 deter- 
50 mines whether or not the buyer has logged onto the Me- 
tered Returns Data Center 300 Internet site. If the buyer 
has not logged onto Metered Retums Data Center 300 
Internet site, the program goes back to block 401 . If the 
buyer has logged onto Metered Retums Data Center 
55 300 Internet site, the program goes to block 402 to re- 
quest the buyer enter code 59 and number 58 from in- 
drcia 54 (Fig. 2). Now the program goes to decision block 
403 where the buyer enters code 59 and number 58 
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from indicia 54. Then the program goes to buffer 404 to 
store code 59 and number 58. In block 405, buffer 404 
Is read. Then the read record is located in all return or- 
ders detailed database 303. The read record is then sent 
to block 405 and loaded Into buffer 406. Block 407 reads 
buffer 406 and transmits the read information to block 

408 where the buyer verifies the transmitted informa- 
tion, i.e., the buyer confirms his/her name and address, 
his/her order and the Items in his/her order. 

[0017] Then the program goes to decision block 409 
(Fig. 6B). Block 409 detemriines whether or not the buyer 
has verified the transmitted infomnation. If block 409 de- 
temriines that the buyer has not verified the transmitted 
information, the program goes back to block 407. If block 

409 detemiines that the buyer has verified the transmit- 
ted information, the program goes to block 410 to ask 
the buyer to Identify the items the buyer wants to retum. 
Then the program goes to block 411 where the buyer 
identifies the items that he/she is going to retum. Now 
the program goes to decision block 412. Block 412 de- 
temriines whether or not the buyer has identified the 
itenns he/she wants to return. If block 412 determines 
that the buyer has not identified the items that he/she is 
going to retum, the program goes back to the input of 
block 41 0. If block 41 2 detemriines that buyer identified 
the items that he/she is going to retum, the program 
goes to block 413. 

[0018] Block 413 computes the retum postage, fees 
and total cost that is due for returning the goods. Block 
413 uses the.postal rates and postal fees in block 414 
as well as the known weight of the retumed goods in 
computing the total postage and fees required to retum 
the goods. Then the program goes to block 415 to dis- 
play the results of the calculation perfonned in block413 
to the buyer. Now the program goes to block 41 6 where 
the buyer decides if the postage, fees and other label 
Information are correct. The buyer or the seller may be 
obligated to pay the postage and fees in accordance 
with an agreement t)etween the buyer and the seller. At 
this point, the program goes to decision block 41 7. Block 
41 7 determines whether or not the buyer wants to mod- 
ify the displayed postage, fees or other label infomria- 
tion, i.e., does the buyer want to insure the retumed 
goods, etc. If block 41 7 detemiines that the buyer wants 
to modify the displayed postage, fees or other label in- 
fomiation, the program goes to block 41 8 to enable the 
buyer to modify the postage, fees or other label infor- 
mation, i.e., by selecting a different type of servfce or 
class of service, etc. Then the program goes back to 
block 415 where the postage, fees or other label infor- 
mation selected by the buyer are displayed to the buyer. 
If block 41 7 determines that the buyer does not want to 
modify the displayed postage, fees and other label in- 
fomriation, the program goes to block 419 (Fig. 6C). 
Block 419 formats and buffers the infomnation needed 
to produce label 60. Then the program goes to buffer 
420. When buffer 420 is full, the program goes to deci- 
sion block 421 . 



[0019] Block 421 detemriines whether or not buyer 
printer 202 (Figs. 4 and 5) is ready to print. If block 421 
detemriines that printer 202 is not ready to print, the pro- 
gram goes to block 422 to ask the buyer whether or not 

5 printer202 is ready to print. If the buyerstates that print- 
er 202 is ready to print, block 421 will have an output on 
its "yes" line. Then the program goes to block 423 to 
transmit the information required to print label 60 to 
printer 202, Then the program goes to decision block 

10 424. Block 424 determines whether or not printer 202 is 
finished printing. If block 424 determines that printer 202 
is not finished printing, the program goes to block 425 
to ask the buyer whether or not printer 202 has finished 
printing. If the buyer states that printer 202 has finished 

15 printing, block 424 will have an output on its "yes" line. 
Then the program goes to block 426 to archive the 
record. The record is then stored in all return orders de- 
tailed database 303. Then the program displays "good- 
bye" to the buyer and returns to the input of block 401 . 

20 [0020] The above specif bation describes a new and 
improved Merchandise Retum Label that may be print- 
ed on a buyer's computer printer and paid for by the sell- 
er's postage meter. It is realized that the above descrip- 
tion may indicate to those skilled in the art additional 

25 ways in whch the principles of this invention may be 
used without departing from the spirit. Therefore, it is 
Intended that this Invention be limited only by the scope 
of the appended claims. 

30 

Claims 

1 . A method for a buyer to retum goods to a seller, said 
method includes the steps of: 

35 

A) packing buyer ordered goods in a container 
addressed to the buyer; 

B) affixing a metered indicia to the container, 
that Identifies the container and its contents, 

"fo which is charged to a sellers meter for delivery 

of the container; 

C) sending information in the indicia, the buyers 
address and container contents to one or more 
data centers; 

45 D) delivering the container to the buyer; 

E) notifying a data center of the buyers intention 
to return all or some of the goods in the con- 
tainer; 

F) forming at the data center a label having a 
50 metered indicia that is charged to the seller's 

meter; 

G) delivering the label to the buyer; 

H) affixing the label to the container or affixing 
the label to a retum container containing the 

55 goods the buyer is retuming to the seller; and 

I) delivering the container having the retumed 
goods to the seller. 
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2. The method claimed in claim 1 , further including the 
step of: 

crediting the buyer for the returned goods. 

5 

3. The method claimed in claim 1 or 2, wherein the 
label is delivered to the buyer via the Internet. 

4. The method claimed in claim 1 or 2, wherein the 
label is delivered to the buyer via facsimile. io 

5. The method claimed in claim 1 or 2, wherein the 
label is delivered to the buyer by expedited mail 
service, 

15 

6. The method claimed in any one of the preceding 
claims, further including the step of: 

charging a carrier for the amount debited to the 
sellers meter at the data center. 20 

7. The method claimed in claim 6, wherein the carrier 
is a governmental Postal Service. 

8. The method claimed in claim 6, wherein the carrier 25 
is a private delivery service. 

9. The method claimed in claim 6, wherein the carrier 
is a goods pick up service. 

30 

10. The method claimed in any one of the preceding 
claims, wherein the label includes carrier fees for 
selected services to deliver the container to the sell- 
er. 

35 

11. The method claimed in claim 10, wherein the data 
center calculates the total fees that are due to the 
carrier for selected services. 

1 2. A method for a buyer to retum goods to a seller, said 40 
method includes the steps of: 

A) delivering buyer ordered goods in a contain- 
er addressed to the buyer having a metered In- 
dicia affixed to the container, that identifies the ^ 
container and its contents, which is charged to 

a sellers meter for delivery of the container; 

B) sending information in the indicia, the buyers 
address and container contents to one or more 
data centers; so 

C) delivering the container to the buyer; 

D) notifying a data center of the buyer's inten- 
tion to retum all or some of the goods in the 
container; 

E) fomning at the data center a label having a 55 
metered indicia that is charged to the seller's 
meter; and 

F) delivering the container with the labels af- 



fixed thereto and containing the returned goods 
to the seller 

13. The method claimed in claim 12, further including 
the step of: 

reading the metered indicia to detemnine 
whether or not the indicia have been paid for. 
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